I shook my head without considering the question. I wanted her to get on with it, I needed her to skip steps, to hear what it was that kept us awake in that dark bed, under those heavy blankets. She studied my face and I waited impatiently, careful as to not say or do anything that could forestall the revelation. Then she said, "He is the father of your brother and your sister, but not yours."
I held my breath for a short time. Then I let it escape through my nose. "Karin?" my mother had asked. "Yes," I answered, and my voice sounded normal, there was not any emotion in it. I had laid my hand flat on my stomach in an attempt to feel if anything had happened, if anything in the depth of me had been changed by my mother's words. There was nothing.
"Yes," I said again and I turned my head to the side so I could look her in the eye. "Do you want to know who your real father is?" I nodded. She closed her eyes again and she started talking and while she told me the story her hands had moved, her slim brown fingers that I admired so much, gently touching the blanket, waving through the air, and I wondered what it was she was looking for, was it something she could hold on to or was she conducting her words, the story. Did she charm the elements, molding a whole new father, a father just for me? And she spoke of a famous sportsman, a grand master in the arts of taekwondo, a word I had never heard before. And she spoke of his love for her, and of how much she loved him, once.
I thought about my stepfather the sailor. The giant that came and went as he pleased, who laughed because he drank until he drank so much that it made him cry, big old salty sailor tears across a crude, white face that I never recognized as not my own, for the love of a child is loyal, does not ask questions. Drink, laugh, drink, cry, cry, scream, break the things, make them fall apart.
My mother asked me how I felt. "I feel fine," I answered. I laid my hand on my stomach again, tried to feel something. Somewhere deep down, but distinctively existent, there was a sense of relief.
"Is there anything you would like to know," my mother asked. "Not really," I answered. I was tired and longed to see the end of this day. "Or maybe I do. Yes. I do have one question." "What is it?" "What's his name?" She paused for a moment, it was as if she had to gather something, I don't know, courage maybe, and finally she said, "Eric Lie. That's his name." * * * * * I don't remember the first time I met my father. The outline of the event, I can conceive-the most obvious location, or company-but the recollection of the actual encounter is nothing more than a vague idea. It would probably have happened the way it always does, like in the popular television shows where parents and lost children are reunited at last. Two nervous adults who are after all complete strangers, fall into each other's arms nonetheless, shedding tears out of apprehension or maybe out of sadness rooted in an unnamed aching of the heart. Other family members surrounding them, wary, uncomfortable, not unfriendly.
What I do remember is how he took me for a ride in a large American car and told me that he was going to show me the true Surinam. We drove through the crowded town in walking pace, while he turned down his window and leaned out with one arm in the windowpane. "Eric Lie!" we heard people call, "Boss!" and then he would grin, and give out generous jokes. As it grew darker, we stopped at a bar on the riverside. We drank whiskey with lots of ice and a dash of coke and he would talk to anyone that walked by on the streets, or anyone in the bar. Other bars followed after the riverside, one owned by a sour-looking Chinese guy that only spoke to my father and refused to look at me once, one run by an affable black man adorned in silver necklaces, one with a woman, black and big, who, when we sat down across her, lay her impressive breasts on the bar, her arms spread on the sides, supporting the weight of her bust. She flirted with my father in a rather dominant way, and smiled at me like any of my aunties would have done, and when a cockroach the size of a small mouse, ran up her left arm like he was on a bridge crossing the river of meat beneath, and passed the broad part of her neck, and reached her other arm, she simply slapped it off, without any sign of surprise or disgust. Outside of her bar someone had made a fire in an old paint can and roasted chicken legs that smelled warm and sweet. My father bought me one, which I ate in the car while my father took another plastic cup of whiskey and coke and we drove back to my uncle's house, where I stayed. We stopped on the way, one more time, at what seemed to be a wooden shack alongside the road but that turned out to be an improvised bar, and we drank another last whiskey. "So, you are Eric Lie's daughter," people said everywhere and also at that last bar, and my father watched them watch me and said, "This is my daughter. I have finally found her." * * * * * There are several ways in which a person can disappear. A child, more specifically, has two. Two ways to vanish from a parent's life. The first, and most common one occurs when the abandoned parent is left behind broken hearted and with a desperation that will forever fail to heal. It is a disappearing of a child against the will of the loving parent. A tearing apart of something that was supposed to be united forever.
The other way is the way in which the child disappears like a problem you, as a parent, had no solution to, and of which you had secretly hoped that it would go away. And if that silent wish would be fulfilled, the ideal scenario would be something like this: the child drew back, unnoticed by anyone, behind the scenes of your life. A mere moment of enacted indifference, and it would be done. After that, and from time to time, you would be aware of its existence. It would manifest itself as a soft breathing behind your back during the short moments in life when the applause of your chosen audience weakened. Still, you would never have to engage with it, for you had your own, very specific role to play, your own lines to deliver. And in the meanwhile, ever since the child left the stage, it had changed and finally it emerged as something completely different. It would only come forward from the wings into the limelight when it was no longer a problem. A true and magical metamorphosis that required nothing more from you than an admiring bow or respectfully taking off your hat, no more than the welcoming gesture of spreading your arms. Your claim to this miracle would not be questioned, for you and no one else were its begetter. The miracle would be, as such, your achievement. The fact that the metamorphosis from problem to promise had taken place out of your sight and beyond your care would not be discussed. Nor would anyone address the fact that there had been someone else who had taken care of the child, the problem, who had cherished it and kept it safe in your absence. That it was someone else who had protected it from stepfathers who drank too much and from societies that had seemed more sincere from a distance, more humane as well. Those were all things that belonged to the problem and that now, years and scenes later, proved to be irrelevant. That's how a child disappears.
That's how a problem resolves itself. Quietly.
If there would be a manual that dictates how a parent should behave in his understanding with his child, would it contain rules about being permitted to turn about before it's too late? May he, years after he left, when all woe has flowed off and the wounds have been cared for by the ones left behind, and time has done the rest of the healing, may he then demand for some of the recognition of what he himself left behind? My father told himself a mythology and as time passed he found truth and faith in it. He created a thrilling world for himself and he made it so alluring that women wanted to be part of it. They longed to disappear in it, with him. Here, there was no talk of faithfulness, of infidelity. There was only the grand dedication to the moment. When he was with a woman, he was with her only. There existed no one else but her, whose soft face and naked body he adored. In this place time would freeze and all that existed was their intimacy, his devotion to her. It was only when he had dressed again, after he had kissed her good-bye, after he drove off-when the others came back into the picture. The others, with whom he at another time, another moment, would disappear into this vacuum. * * * * * "Didn't you go to college?" he asked. I nodded. "What did you study?" "Psychology in my first few years. After that, Modern Literature." "Psychology? What do you think about Sigmund Freud? People say he exaggerates stuff, but I think he has a point. Do you know the famous drawing? 'What's on a man's mind?'" He looked at me with expectation.
"The one with the naked woman in his profile?" I asked. "Yes, that's the one! That's what Sigmund Freud is all about." "One could also say that's what Eric Lie is all about." He chuckled. "But seriously, though. Name one thing a man does and I'll show you it involves sex." "Freud's theories don't just involve sex, you know. It's mainly about the inner conflict between our basic impulses and the rules of morality." "That's what I mean." "Moreover, his ideas haven't been debated for a long time. I mean, they're not really in fashion any more." "What do you mean 'in fashion'? Some things never change, debate or no debate." "You're convinced that sex lies at the base of everything we do?" "Yes I am. That's why you should never trust a man. In the end he'll do anything to get a woman. Do you know the saying 'the more I learn about men, the more I love my dog'?" I nodded and said, "I believe Brigitte Bardot used to say that too." "Brigitte Bardot?" he asked. "You know I always think about her when I pass this particular traffic sign. You know, the one with the two hills on it?" He grinned as he curved his hands over his chest, indicating a set of breasts.
I shook my head and replied, "Which brings us back to where this conversation started." "Which was?" he asked. "Sex." He laughed loudly and leaned back in his chair with a look of content on his face. Then, he smiled and said, "You see? You and me, we think alike." * * * * * He was eager to tell me his story, all of it. It contained details I had not asked for, that made me doubt if I even wanted to hear them. He told me about the whores, the hunting, the fights. I wondered if he realized what him telling me all these tales meant. A writer cannibalizes his family. I don't remember who said it that way, but it could have been words uttered by any author in the world. We feed off the people that nurtured us. We inhabit their lives, wearing them out, leaving them behind scuffed and decayed. We say it is only a reflection of the truth, but it is an image that is not indifferent, not neutral at all. No, wait, I wrote it wrongly. It is exactly the other way around. Life is not neutral. The choices people make, the actions that stem from them, their characters, their mistakes, their successes-nothing is as plain as it seems when we are living amongst them. The writer catches them in a new shape, but on paper the shadows draw what was missed in the blinding light of our own lives. I wrote down what my father told me, and he knew this, and he also knew he did not want to tell it all and yet he did. He unfolded the adultery, the losses, the regret. And I think he showed it to me because he wanted me to see who he really was, so we could grow closer, because the uneasiness with each other's flaws is already long gone between fathers and their children that have held each other close forever, but who are we, him and me, and what are we of each other, and where does the duty to be loyal to one another start? I think it is at the point of shared shame, when we know who we are behind our masks. I think that is what he thought when we drank our whiskey on the terrace when he started telling me about the hookers. That's the reason why at one point he would tell me all, and at another time expected me to not use any of it. Or at least that's what I imagined him to do. To hope that his daughter would only use the nice, the beautiful, the heroic. The ugly was meant for her ears only. He did not realize that I am the paper. I would cannibalize him and his life, and I would be sorry, but it was the only way I knew how to live. And in the months that followed after our meetings and our talks, there were moments I longed to throw out the entire manuscript, to not get into more trouble. But at the same time there were moments, equally compelling, when I watched him and I wished nothing more than to be like him: to do what I desire, to make choices solely on fundamental forces, knowingly putting other people at risk. To be unapologetically who I am. Even if it would inevitably lead to my downfall.
* * * * *
Can you blame a man for being who he truly is? If my father is guilty for lying about the women, about the love he felt for my mother, and me, then I am as guilty as he is. We both re-write the world around us, and like him I too take refuge in the reality I have solely created on my own terms.
Sartre wrote in his autobiography, "My youth is a sixth floor in Paris with a view on the roofs." My youth was the third floor in a social housing project with a view on a steel factory. It was more Dickens than Sartre, but above all the difference with a view on the rooftops in the city of lights, lay in the thin walls that divided our lives from those of our neighbors. Because I thought that the cacophony of their issues was life, I decided it was best to start early and study their problems, in an attempt to discover how to escape from it. When I look at pictures of myself from those years, I see a detached little girl, too old and too suspicious for her years. She poses in a new dress, or on a sled in the December snow, her brown face wrapped in a woolen scarf, and I believe I remember to be re-writing my reality right then, at those moments when the pictures were taken, that I was trying to regulate my thoughts into a form that suited me better. Or is this also fiction? The mind of a writer is as deceitful as any other man's. Writers might have a significant talent for lies, and not unlike my father I don't just mislead myself, but also the people around me. Or even the people I never met before, who are lied to whenever they read my work. My father and me, we both mislead everyone-ourselves included. We fictionalize a truth that befits us and it's all in the service of this grand desire to be free, to stand apart from the meddling of that cursed reality.
And yet. My father seemed genuinely sad when he confessed to regret having missed the early years with his children. He also seemed to be embarrassed for the flagrant way he had left and apparently without a second thought lived his life, feeling undisturbed by the existence of children like me. Maybe his shame was valid. And even though I cannot speak for all others like me, who grew up without being noticed by him, I felt it was a useless type of shame. If it were up to me, he never had to feel guilty for the choices he had made, because I could not blame him for living carelessly. I thought about all the books about fathers I read before, and I wondered if the writers that were able to define themselves in relation to their fathers from the day they were born or at least from the day they were aware of this figure in their lives (I read Rob van Essen, whose father was a writer as well, or A. F. Th. Van der Heijden, whose father was a heavy drinker like A. F. Th. himself) if they could imagine what it would be like to not be able to compare yourself to this one dominant parent, simply because he was never there. Probably the idea to not grow up under the burden of his existence would seem to these writers like some sort of absolute and terrific independence. Probably this was their exact struggle: to liberate themselves from the imminent comparison to their fathers. For me, it was the exact opposite. I had thought, for years on end, that I had invented myself, only to find out that I was a copy from someone else, namely my father. I did not write this book to get him out of my way. I did it because I was looking for an explanation, or, maybe, an excuse, to be like him: unapologetically and ruthlessly, myself. * * * * * It was raining heavily on the day I left Surinam. On the way to the airport I passed a bus with a missing front window. The driver squeezed the steering wheel with one hand while raising the other before his face to protect himself from the water rushing in through the glassless windscreen. He was soaked to the bone, as were the passengers unlucky enough to be sitting in the front of the bus. Like the driver, they seemed to accept their fate, their gaze stoically on the floor. I thought about my father and the monsoon, about the rainforest, the Amazon where he was so at ease. I thought about the patch of land surrounding his house, the way the dirt sprang up, with the large drops of rain hitting the earth, his boots standing beside the door. Suddenly I remembered the words I once read in an art book on the American artist Nancy Holt. She said about the desert she loved so much, "I had the overwhelming feeling that my inner landscape coincided with the landscape that surrounded me." I realized that this was the case with my father, here, in Surinam. He fitted perfectly with the landscapes of his country. It was the ultimate difference between him and me. For me, all landscapes I desired to belong to existed merely in my thoughts. My place wasn't here in Surinam. Nor was it there, in Holland. It must be somewhere else.
